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The public read curiously, if with vague comprehension,
of these atom-smashing experiments. They had little pre-
vision of their practical import. A new stage, however, began
in 1939 with the disclosure from Germany that the uranium
nucleus had been split by the assault of neutrons. Experts in
half a dozen laboratories now began to strive for a "chain
reaction" in the fission of uranium. In that autumn, after
advice from Albert Einstein, a refugee in America, and others
on the possible military value of atomic research, President
Roosevelt appointed an advisory committee on uranium. A
new radioactive element, plutonium (number 94), was
presently obtained from uranium 238, and it also grew clear
that one of its components is largely responsible for most of
the fission observed when neutrons assault unseparated ura-
nium. After the fall of France in the summer of 1940 a thick
curtain of censorship was drawn over further progress in
nuclear fission. It was the most secret of all the activities of
the newly organized Office of Scientific Research and Develop-
ment, the most unexpected result of that regionalism which
had developed the vast hydroelectric potentials of the Ten-
nessee and Columbia River valleys, and the eventual outcome
became known to the world only with the explosion of the
atomic bomb over Hiroshima on August 5, 1945.
Though scientists under patriotic need contributed in this
and other ways to the destructiveness of impending war,
a new departure showed in the fact that in the 1930's they
displayed a social conscience more sensitive and articulate than
in any previous era. "Our object/' said Professor Urey,
winner of a Nobel Prize in 1934, "is not to make jobs and
dividends* We wish to abolish drudgery, discomfort and want
from the lives of men, and bring them pleasure, leisure and
beauty/- However inadvertently, the achievements of scien-
tists and engineers had contributed to the phenomenon of
technological unemployment, and in recognition of this fact
several sections of the American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science as early as 1932 held an earnest symposium to

